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David Brooks

George Eliot was an emotion-
ally needy young woman. 
Throughout her 20s, she 

fell for a series of inappropriate 
and unavailable men, craving 
their affection. At one point, she 
got herself involved in a bizarre 
tangle with an editor and two 
other women. It was like a tragic 
farce as the women competed for 
his sympathy, complete with shift-
ing alliances, slammed doors and 
storms of tears.

In 1852, at age 32, she fell in 
love with the philosopher Her-
bert Spencer, the only one of the 
men who was close to her intel-
lectual equal. Spencer liked her 
company but could not overcome 
his own narcissism and her lack 
of beauty. In July that year, she 
wrote him a bold letter.

“Those who have known me 
best have already said that if ever 
I loved any one thoroughly, my 
whole life must turn upon that 
feeling, and I find they said truly,” 
she declared.

She asked him not to forsake 
her, “If you become attached to 
someone else, then I must die, but 
until then I could gather courage 
to work and make life valuable, if 
only I had you near me. I do not 
ask you to sacrifice anything — I 
would be very glad and cheerful 
and never annoy you.”

Finally, she added a climactic 
flourish: “I suppose no woman 
ever before wrote such a letter as 
this — but I am not ashamed of 
it, for I am conscious in the light 
of reason and true refinement I 
am worthy of your respect and 
tenderness, whatever gross men 
or vulgar-minded women might 
think of me.”

Some biographers have said 
that letter represented a piv-
otal moment in Eliot’s life, with 
its mixture of vulnerability and 
strong assertion. After the years 
of disjointed neediness, the iron 
was beginning to enter her soul 
and she was capable of that com-
pletely justified assertion of her 
own dignity. You might say that 
this moment was Eliot’s agency 
moment, the moment when she 
stopped being blown about by 
her voids and weaknesses and 
began to live according to her 
own inner criteria, gradually de-
veloping a passionate and steady 
capacity to initiate action and 
drive her own life.

The letter didn’t solve her 
problems. Spencer still rejected 
her. She remained insecure, espe-
cially about her writing. But her 
energies were roused. There was 
growing cohesion and, at times, 
amazing courage.

I’ve been thinking about mo-
ments of agency of this sort be-
cause often you see people who 

lack full agency. Sometimes you 
see lack of agency among the dis-
advantaged. Their lives can be so 
blown about by economic disrup-
tion, arbitrary bosses and general 
disorder that they lose faith in 
the idea that input leads to pre-
dictable output. You can offer job 
training programs, but they may 
not take full advantage because 
they don’t have confidence they 
can control their own destinies.

Among the privileged, espe-
cially the privileged young, you 
see people who have been raised 
to be approval-seeking machines. 
They act active, busy and sleep-
less, but inside they often feel 
passive and not in control. Their 
lives are directed by other peo-
ple’s expectations, external crite-
ria and definitions of success that 
don’t actually fit them.

So many people are struggling 
for agency. They are searching for 
the solid criteria that will help 
them make their own judgments. 
They are hoping to light an inner 
fire that will fuel relentless action 
in the same direction.

I know an army officer who 
had a terrible commanding of-
ficer who only offered him nega-
tive feedback. He worked under 
this guy for 18 months, and 
whatever he did the feedback 
was the same. He had to come 
up with his own criteria to de-
termine if he was doing well or 

poorly. He had to make decisions
regardless of external affirma-
tion or criticism. He discovered
agency because external support
was gone.

I once knew a guy who was 
batted about by people who
should have supported him. For
a time he took it, reacting pain-
fully to each abuse. But finally he 
just got fed up. In a moment of
indignation he lashed out. Every
human soul is entitled to dignity 
and respect. He tasted agency in 
a flash of anger and an instant 
of revolt.

I once read about a guy whose
childhood was a steady calamity.
He was afraid, unable to control
his mind and self. But he became 
a writer and discovered he was 
magnificent at it. Through the act 
of writing, he could investigate 
his fears and demystify them.
He discovered agency by finding
something he was good at and or-
ganizing his life around that gift.

Agency is not automatic. It has 
to be given birth to, with push-
ing and effort. It’s not just the 
confidence and drive to act. It’s
having engraved inner criteria
to guide action. The agency mo-
ment can happen at any age, or 
never. I guess that’s when adult-
hood starts.

Brooks is a columnist for 
The New York Times.

Struggling to find what lights the inner fire, 
keeping it stoked and following it relentlessly

T he Cleveland Browns have the outright lead in their divi-
sion this late in the year for the first time since 1994. How 
did this happen?

After last year’s debacle, few expected the Browns would even have 
a winning record, let alone emphatic trouncings of the rival Pittsburgh 
Steelers and Cincinnati Bengals to their credit.

It just goes to show how wrong conventional wisdom can be. But 
why should anybody have thought differently?

This time last year, the Browns had four wins and five losses and 
were destined for a 4-12 finish, followed by the abrupt firing of coach 
Rob Chudzinski and then the equally bizarre dismissals of team Presi-
dent Joe Banner and General Manager Mike Lombardi.

Fortunately, Browns owner and truck stop magnate Jimmy Haslam 
discovered what appears to be a winning combination in GM Ray 
Farmer and coach Mike Pettine.

Hometown heroes Brian Hoyer (St. Ignatius High School) on of-
fense and Donte Whitner (Glenville High School) on defense will lead 
the Browns against the Houston Texans at home today. And now, 
with seven weeks to go in the season, it’s not too early to start think-
ing playoffs.

What makes the Browns’ performance so far all the more amazing 
is that they have done it without star wide receiver Josh Gordon, who 
will return from his 10-game suspension next Sunday.

It goes without saying that the Browns have a tight grip on Cleve-
land’s psyche. The feeling of joy across the city is palpable the day after 
a victory. May an era of good feeling descend upon us.

For now, let us enter the depths of winter with winning football 
to look forward to. It will make enduring the polar vortex a whole 
lot easier.

Go Browns! 

Cleveland Browns lead 
division — isn’t it nice?

Power to the people.
It isn’t a slogan. It’s a call to action that uses an inno-

vative, social-media-driven strategy to implement positive 
change by engaging Greater Clevelanders in competitive, crowd-
sourced fundraising for grass-roots change. The editorial board 
calls it “change for change.”

The paradigm has introduced fresh fruit and produce to nutrition-
ally challenged neighborhood convenience stores in Tremont, trans-
formed a corner of a Warehouse District parking lot into a mini-mini-
mall and revitalized a pedestrian dead zone in South Euclid with 
raised flower and vegetable beds.

Each of these creative community projects challenges the status 
quo by addressing quality-of-life issues that don’t garner marquee 
attention or big money investment.

For the second year in a row, the national Enterprise Community 
Partners Inc. hosted its “Nurture an Idea Crowdrise Challenge” to al-
low grass-roots community activists to raise funds for worthy projects 
through Enterprise’s website.

The group that raises the most funds wins a $10,000 award from 
Ohio Savings Bank.

On Thursday, LakewoodAlive was declared this year’s winner for 
raising $4,821 from Oct. 13 to Nov. 7 for its housing outreach pro-
gram. LakewoodAlive works with Lakewood residents to maintain 
their properties using volunteers who paint and make home repairs 
as well as by hosting housing education classes.

Tremont West Development Corp. — the brains behind last year’s 
“Healthy Corner Store Initiative” — partnered with Detroit Shoreway 
Community Development Organization and Ohio City Inc. to create 
“West Side Bike Share.” It allows people to purchase subscriptions 
— from a day up to a year — for self-serve bike stations in near-West 
Side neighborhoods.

The Bike Share program also received a $10,000 grant, as did the St. 
Clair Superior Development Corp. for its Design [re] Build initiative 
that offers architecture students hands-on design and construction 
experience in rehabbing vacant and abandoned properties.

The Nurture an Idea Award is a smart, successful tactic that encour-
ages innovation and fresh approaches to community development.

Better yet, it returns the power to the people who live here.

‘Nurture an Idea’ travels 
populist path to change

Edward Alden

I  have figured out what’s 
wrong with President Barack 
Obama. He gave up basketball 

and started playing more golf. As 
a man of roughly the president’s 
age who still plays both sports, I 
have some insights to offer. Bas-
ketball demands all of the quali-
ties that make a good leader. Golf 
undermines them.

Until fairly recently, Obama 
played basketball at least once a 
week, with some pretty formida-
ble competitors, including Reg-
gie Love, a former Duke player, 
and 6-foot-5 Education Secretary 
Arne Duncan, who played at Har-
vard. Since giving up the game, 
however, Obama has turned to 
golf, playing nearly 50 rounds in 
2013.

This is bad. Let me explain why. 
Every sport instills and rewards 
certain personality traits. In bas-
ketball, the most important are 
hustle, determination and team-
work, which — believe me — get 
harder when you get older and 

are playing with 20- and 30-some-
things. Sure, every now and then 
I still get a hot hand and drain 
three or four long shots in a row. 
But most of the time I don’t make 
those shots. Instead, I have to just 
work hard, grab rebounds, play 
tough defense, hustle up the court 
on fast breaks and make sure I hit 
my open teammates with passes. 
In basketball, these things make a 
difference — a steal or a key offen-
sive rebound can turn the game 
around. Trying harder matters.

Golf is the opposite. For play-
ers of modest abilities (such as the 
president and myself), effort and 
determination are worse than use-
less. Every golfer knows the feel-
ing of hitting a few bad shots and 
telling himself just to try harder 
and be more focused. The result? 
Your shots get worse because you 
tense up and throw your swing off 
completely. All manner of chunks, 
hooks, shanks and other horrors 
result. Golf requires, instead, a 
Zen-like acceptance that the re-
sults are largely out of your hands. 
Relax, hit the ball and don’t worry 

much about where it goes.
Think about that in leader-

ship terms. If you’re a basketball 
player, and you’re missing shots 
and your team is losing badly, do 
you give up? No, you work harder, 
sweat the small stuff and grind 
your opponents down. This is 
what Obama the basketball player 
used to do. During the 2012 cam-
paign, for instance, Obama’s 
team steamrolled Mitt Romney 
with a disciplined message and a 
reach-the-people and get-out-the-
vote effort that the GOP couldn’t 
touch. The president finished that 
campaign run with a quick Elec-
tion Day pickup game in Chicago 
that featured former Chicago 
Bulls star Scottie Pippen.

If you’re a golfer, though, noth-
ing is gained by fighting back. Ac-
cepting the outcome with calm 
resignation, and just trying to 
relax and hit it down the middle, 
is likely to produce better results. 
So we now have Obama the golfer 
embracing a foreign policy doc-
trine of “don’t do stupid stuff ” 
and acknowledging with a shrug 

that people “just think govern-
ment doesn’t seem to be capable
of working anymore.”

The president reportedly gave
up basketball because he was 
worried about getting hurt. “He
didn’t want to do the State of the
Union speech on crutches or with
a broken nose,” his friend Alonzo
Mourning, the former George-
town star, told Politico. I under-
stand that; I play every game 
with a bit of trepidation that
I’m one ankle injury away from 
ending my playing days. A fel-
low player, an older guy like me,
tore up his knee and has been out
for months. But like basketball,
politics is a blood sport. If you
want to play, you risk getting 
hurt. Otherwise, you should do
something else.

So, please, Mr. President. For 
all of us, quit the links and get 
back on the court.

Alden is a senior fellow 
at the Council on Foreign 
Relations. This was written 
for The Washington Post.

Giving up basketball, taking up golf 
seems to have affected Obama’s game

STEVEN SENNE | ASSOCIATED PRESS

President Barack Obama may enjoy the links, but the qualities needed in golf can undermine a leader.
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